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abstract

This thesis explores the influence of culture on the perception of privacy, which 
in turn contributes towards the diversification of dwelling forms.  

Privacy is the essence of our dwelling; it is the quality that compels us to 
seclude  ourselves from others when necessary, yet guides us to voluntary 
communality whenever desired.  It is a quality all cultures are sensitive to.  
However, different cultures perceive privacy in different ways, according to 
Ozaki.  Taking traditional Japanese culture as a representation of the East and 
New Zealand as a model of the West, it will be evident that both contrasting 
cultures have very differing perception of privacy.  This is clearly reflected in 
the dwellings within their culture.  In an intra-dwelling context, the collectivistic 
Japanese puts familial togetherness above personal privacy, which is in contrast 
with the Kiwis who highly value their personal privacy in an individualistic 
culture.  This contributes towards the openness of traditional Japanese homes 
on one hand, and the compartmentalization of New Zealand houses on the 
other.  In an inter-dwelling scenario, Japanese houses are often closed off 
from the public to ensure familial privacy while the Kiwi are willing to open 
their houses towards the streetscape.  That is speaking traditionally.  Cultural 
revolution, however, has altered the way in which these cultures perceive 
privacy in their contemporary homes.  

With that hypothesis, this thesis proposes an East-West housing community in 
Auckland as a vehicle to test the notion of cultural influence on the perception 
of privacy.  This housing typology looks into the notion of ‘in-betweenness’ as 
a design proposition accommodating the differing perceptions of privacy of 
Eastern and Western society.  
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A house is more than just a place where we seek shelter from; it is our very 
own sanctuary where we can be away from the constant pressing of the outside 
world and feel safe in the company of people whom we are close to.  More to 
that, it encapsulates the essence of being in a family, bringing together social 
interaction and intimacy among family members at home.  

If there is a single most ideal way of designing a dwelling, certainly, all houses 
would then be identical.  What a fiction this may be, as our cultural values and 
norms would greatly affect how our houses are laid out, particularly in terms 
of privacy (Altman, 1975; Ozaki, 2001, 2002; Ozaki & Lewis, 2006; Rapoport, 
1969, 2000).  

With particular focus on the perception of privacy, this thesis will take on the 
notion of cultural influence on house form in two contrasting eastern and western 
contexts.  This thesis will respond to the critical question of:

Does culture influences our perception of privacy which will in turn be 
translated into the form of our dwelling?

In relation to that, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Our dwelling responds to our perception of privacy which differs according 
to our culture.

The thesis chooses to look into the Japanese culture as a representation of the 
principles and lifestyle of the eastern society.  In the context of this research, 
the term ‘Japanese’ people refers to a native of Japan, whose way of life is very 
much rooted in their eastern cultures and value.  Likewise, the Kiwis of New 
Zealand refer to the natives of New Zealand who have embraced the westernized 
Eurocentric lifestyle.  Hence, it is valid to associate the Japanese with eastern 
society and the New Zealanders with the western society for the purpose of the 
east-west cross cultural comparison.  

CHAPTER 1   INTRODUCTION
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With that, this thesis begins with an interrogation into the notion of privacy in 
dwellings, followed by an exploration into the interrelationship between culture 
and dwelling.  This thesis is structured to take on a comparative research in two 
different aspects of housing privacy; intra-dwelling privacy which concerns privacy 
within the home, and inter-dwelling which relates to privacy between housing 
units.  This comes with a series of analysis on both typical Japanese and New 
Zealand houses is carried out to compare and contrast the spatial qualities of 
houses from these two contrasting cultural milieus.  These typical houses range 
from traditional late 19th Century houses to typical modern day houses, as it 
is crucial to take into consideration changes in cultural values across time.  
Interpretations from these analysis are supported with findings acquired from 
various existing literatures on this subject, with Ritsuko Ozaki’s series of journals 
being the chief source in this thesis.  

Emerging from the analysis would be a conceptual proposition for the design of 
a culturally-responsive East-West housing community in Birkenhead, Auckland.  
Ultimately, the realization of this housing community will see the dawn of a new 
housing typology which will respond to the differing preference for privacy in both 
the eastern and western society.

CHAPTER 1   INTRODUCTION



East-West housing community from Rawene Road
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2.1 WHAT IS PRIVACY?

The term ‘privacy’ generally means the state of being private and undisturbed  
(McIntosh, Fowler, Fowler, & Murray).  At times, we long to be away from the gaze 
of others and indulge in something personal in the comfort and solace of our 
own cocoon.  Privacy offers retreat from the world, where one can withdraw from 
constant scrutiny in the public sphere.  However, privacy does not simply mean 
being alone.  Rather, it is the boundary-regulation of intrusion between oneself 
and the outside world (Altman, 1975; King, 2004).  Fundamentally, privacy goes 
in between the two extremes- isolation and publicness.

In the context of a dwelling, privacy cannot be fully achieved by merely putting 
up a solid wall, the close of the door or the draw of the curtain to escape the 
gaze of others.  Essentially, it comes down to the separation of the different 
domains within a house or a neighbourhood as a measure of control over intrusion 
and unwanted attention of other occupants or neighbours, yet still allowing for 
social interactions whenever desired within the house or beyond (Chermayeff 
& Alexander, 1966).  In other words, our dwelling serves as a mechanism to 
regulate our surroundings in protecting our intimacy.  

Privacy is inevitably the essence of a dwelling.  We can agree to Saunders (1989) 
when he claims that privacy is an important element in making a ‘house’ a 
home.  Likewise, Rybczynski (1986, p.232) echoes this notion with his believe 
that the house would be ‘machines instead of homes’ without privacy.  After all, 
the confines of our dwelling provides us with our own personal ‘refuge’ where 
we can ‘hide’ when the world comes intruding in on us.  

Figure 1.  The Privacy Diagram.  Privacy comes in between solitariness and being in 
public.  It is the ability of being in our own personal space yet still having the provision 
for voluntary communality whenever desired.  

SOLITARINESS PUBLICNESSPRIVACY
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Indeed, privacy is crucial in our lives.  We would agree with Busch (2002) when 
she claims privacy as a basic human need.  In her article ‘The End of Openness’ 
from the journal Metropolis, she criticized the notion of transparency which is 
widely embraced by modern architecture in the recent years.  Referring to them 
as ‘one of the twentieth century’s great conceits’, Busch believes that this highly 
overrated concept of openness in modern dwelling is impractical as it overlooks 
the essence of a dwelling - privacy, in search for mere physical aesthetics.  She 
backs her view with Mies van der Rohe’s glass pavilion, quoting Edith Farnsworth’s 
description of her 20-years’ residence in the house as ‘feeling like a prowling 
animal, always on the alert’ (p.36). 

With this, we should never ignore the importance of privacy in our dwellings.  By 
being away from the scrutinizing eyes of the public, we are able to engage in self-
discovery and self-evaluation where we are free to express, think and reflect on 
ourselves   This would mean the freedom of being ‘off-stage’, putting down any 
social responsibilities we may have in the wider world (Altman, 1975; Pedersen, 
1997).  Altman (1975) sees this as an important step in understanding ourselves 
better as he pointed out that:

“Privacy mechanisms serve to help me define me” (p.50).

Figure 2.  The lack of privacy in the Farnsworth House by Mies van der Rohe due to its 
glass walls envelope and its completely open plan.
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There are several ways in which our privacy can be intruded upon.  Physical 
intrusion into one’s personal territory, for example, unwelcomed visitor entering 
our homes or even strangers using our front yard as thoroughfare, can create 
uneasiness and privacy threat.  Not only is physical invasion seen as a threat to 
privacy, but also psychological intrusion into one’s private realm (Davis, 1978).  
Surely, we resent nosy neighbours who spy into our daily lives in mere satisfaction 
of their curiosity.  Also, we feel uncomfortable when others eavesdrop on our 
private conversations.  In such cases, we feel threatened because the others 
are over-stepping into the boundaries of our psychological privacy.

What this suggests is that even though our dwelling serves as a physical defence 
against privacy intrusion, it is not able to fully block off privacy invasion in the 
social and psychological sense.  Architectural interventions can only provide 
privacy to a certain extent, as privacy can be influenced by various social variables.  
We would concur to the fact stated by King (2004) that privacy is very much 
dependent on trust and respect.  He pointed out that we do not enter some places 
not because we physically cannot, but rather because we refrain from doing so 
out of respect.  For instance, even when we tell visitors we invite into our house 
to ‘feel at home’, it is not appropriate for them to roam freely into private spaces 
of the house, such as the bedroom, in respect of our privacy.

In this context, if trust and respect between occupants of the house is breached, 
hence, privacy within the house no longer exist.  It is likewise in the case where 
personal spaces which are separated from the open domains of the home are 
not made available.  In such cases, our homes would no longer be our sanctuary 
where we can withdraw from the world when unwanted attention and demands 
of our family members presses in upon us.  Hence, what is important here is 
the preservation of intra-dwelling privacy by not over-stepping into each other’s 
personal boundary.  
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Equally important would be the inter-dwelling privacy.  This goes beyond the privacy 
within the home; it involves a larger social unit of the household in relation to 
the neighbourhood and the public.  Definitely, it would be unbearable to have 
the boundaries of our homes constantly harassed by neighbours, be it in the 
visual, spatial, social or psychological sense.  This is particularly crucial in urban 
high rises where distances between neighbouring residential units and buildings 
vastly decreases with the rapid growth of urban density.  

Up until here, privacy has been portrayed as positive element, highly sought 
after by every individual and household alike.  But of course, they are limits to 
privacy.  It is true that privacy is like most good things: twice as much does not 
necessarily equate to twice as good, as King (2004) puts it.  Too much privacy 
tends to keep us in our own little world, robbing away our social lives and opening 
up ourselves to tendencies of anti-social behaviours and psychological illnesses 
in the long run.  

All in all, it comes down to finding a balance between solitariness and the ability 
to reconnect with the world.  This should come with the flexibility of voluntary 
shifting from being alone in our personal space to being in the company of others 
as a family or a wider circle of neighbourhood community.  Undoubtedly, privacy 
is a universal need; however, it can vary across a range of cultural milieu.  What 
this suggests is that culture has always been infused in our houses, setting them 
apart from those of a different locale.  

With this, the following subchapter will explore integration of culture in the 
enrichment and diversification of our homes, looking into the inter-relationship 
between culture and housing.
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2.2 CULTURAL INFUSION IN THE DIVERSIFICATION OF HOUSING

In the previous sub-chapter, it is clear that our home would be incomplete without 
privacy.  Here, it is said that culture plays an important role in determining how 
we perceive privacy in our homes (Altman, 1975; Ozaki, 2001, 2002; Ozaki & 
Lewis, 2006; Rapoport, 1969, 2000).  Perhaps, that is why our dwellings are 
architecturally diverse across a range of cultural milieu.

What this implies is that culture and dwelling are inseparable elements.  We have 
to agree with (Pollock, 2005) when she asserts that our dwellings have remained 
strongly rooted in their indigenous context, making them unique in their own 
geographical locale even up till today.  Take the Japanese house as an example; 
the tatami-floored houses of Japan which often comes with translucent screens 
are unique of Japan and not elsewhere around the world, even up to present day.  

A traditional Japanese 
Imperial villa largely differs 
to...

...a traditional New Zealand 
villa.

Figure 3a.

Figure 3b.
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What this suggests is that our dwelling is more than just a structure; it is an 
architectural translation of culture which consist of various social variables; for 
instance, our lifestyles, behaviours, race, religion, social structures and power 
relationships, as pointed out by Rapoport (2000).  Here, we can say that these 
social variables affect the way we perceive privacy within a particular culture.  
Consequently, the form of our dwelling changes to suit our differing need for 
privacy.  Of course, we should realize that our privacy needs are not the only 
determinants of our house form.  In Rapoport’s much earlier literature, House 
Form and Culture, although he claims that socio-cultural factor is the main 
influence in house form, there are secondary factors such as climatic conditions, 
construction methods, material availability and technology affecting house form 
(Rapoport, 1969).  Moreover, in today’s modern context, these secondary factors 
can range from density, building codes, zoning controls to planning bodies.

Also, Rapoport (1969) claims that the translation of culture into house form is 
most effectively expressed through spatial organizations, rather than physical 
architectural forms.  An example of this would be the Feng Shuei system of China 
which is closely related to the Chinese culture.  Here, culture is translated into 
house form through application of the rules of geomancy which governs the spatial 
layout, organization and orientation in ensuring comfort of the home.  Ultimately, 
it is the spatial quality of our home which can reveal the essence of our underlying 
cultural values instead of mere architectural aesthetics enveloping the house.

However, some may see the incorporation of culture into architecture as rather 
pointless as they feel that people can and should adapt to any environment deemed 
instrumentally satisfactory (Mastumoto, Kudoh, & Takeuchi, 1996; Rapoport, 
2000).  This is based on the fact that culture is not a static element- it changes 
dynamically across time (Rapoport, 1969).  Despite all that, we should perceive 
architecture as a social discipline with the focus on people and culture, as Kent 
(2000) puts it.  Thus, it is only right that our house is culturally-responsive as 
‘architecture is culture or it is nothing,’ (Kent, 2000, p.275).

With that, the following chapters of this thesis will begin to investigate on the 
spatial qualities of both the Japanese and New Zealand houses in understanding 
how their contrasting cultures of the east and west may affect the way they 
perceive privacy in their respective houses, hence influencing the way their 
houses are laid out.  



Long section of the East-West house.





23
CHAPTER 3   CULTURAL INFLUENCE ON THE PERCEPTION  

            OF PRIVACY WITHIN THE HOME

3.1 THE DISSOLUTION OF BOUNDARIES IN JAPANESE HOUSES

The Japanese have kept East Asian traditions in their culture, in which Confucianism 
has been a dominant moral philosophy since the early days.  In their traditional 
culture, the family is the most important social unit, so much that family members 
are often expected to subordinate their individual needs to those of the whole 
family.  We can see this utmost priority as a family unit when a newborn is added 
to the family registration documents of his/her family instead of receiving a 
separate birth certificate.  What this implies is that the newborn is regarded as 
a new member of a family, not mainly as an individual (Ozaki & Lewis, 2006).  
Growing up, these Japanese children were taught to depend on and be relied 
upon by others within the family.  

What we can deduce from this Japanese family-oriented system is its collectivist 
values, in which, they, from birth onwards, are integrated into strong, cohesive 
in-group which they will continue to protect in exchange for unquestioning loyalty 
within the family (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005).  Japanese collectivism may have 
its roots way back in the days when the lack of natural resources coupled with 
high population density may have forced groups of individuals to stick together 
for survival (Matsumoto et al., 1996).  

Collectivism is not all negative after all.  Being a part of the family unit would 
mean having the sense of collective harmony, psychological comfort and security 
as well as the sense of belonging within the family.  To add to that, it would 
mean loyalty to the family, cooperation and solidarity among family members 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Ozaki, 2001).  Ultimately, all these add up to family 
intimacy which is the essence of the Japanese culture.  Surely, with such great 
importance placed on togetherness as a family, the Japanese may value familial 
privacy much more than personal privacy within the home.  Traditional Japanese 
houses are then shaped to enable the experience of prioritized family intimacy.  
Nevertheless, we should realize that this traditional family-oriented lifestyle may 
change due to shift in cultural values over time, hence impacting the form of 
Japanese houses in present days.
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To further investigate this notion, the following diagrams analyses a series of 
typical Japanese houses from the late 19th Century to present days, focusing 
on internal spatial relationships concerning privacy within the home.  For the 
purpose of this analysis, I have singled out low rise, single family homes of Japan.  
These chosen houses are typical of their cultural milieu, in order to reflect on a 
wider scope of cultural norms rather than idiosyncratic needs.  

Figure 4.  A traditional Japanese house.
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late 20th Century  -  present

Intra-dwelling privacy analysis diagram of typical Japanese houses in terms of privacy level and communal areas.
Table 1.  
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The first category of analysis diagrams in Table 1 looks into the privacy level of 
the series of typical Japanese houses. 

Based on the earlier Japanese houses of the 19th Century, we can see that there 
are no spatially demarcated bedroom spaces.  What we can deduce here is the 
apparent lack of private spaces within the house.  Occupants of the house are 
denied of their personal sanctuary offering the luxury of retreat from the constant 
company of other house occupants.  Due to strong collectivist values in traditional 
Japanese families, private bedroom spaces are deemed unnecessary in these 
early houses as family members very much prefer to sleep in the same room, 
which only had removable paper walls.  They consider such physical closeness 
more pleasant as it offers the intimacy and comforting security of being among 
family members (Ozaki & Lewis, 2006).  It was then common for the husband 
and wife to sleep in the largest room in the house with their young children.  
Even when their children are grown ups, they still slept in the same room or in 
another room with some other members of the family, barely separated visually 
and spatially from their parent’s room (Ozaki, 2001).    

A Japanese futon (mattress) are laid out for the night, transforming 
a living room into a bedroom.  Traditional shoji screens separates 
the space from other domains of the house

shoji screens

futon

Figure 5.  
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What we can understand from this scenario is that family-togetherness took 
precedence over personal privacy in a Japanese house.  Rapoport (1969) explains 
that this lack of personal privacy in traditional Japanese houses is akin with a 
common scenario of Japanese people appearing without clothes in public and 
using common baths during the summer.  Indeed, there was little concern over the 
lack of personal privacy because it was then a cultural norm to be denied of one.

However, the appearance of bedroom spaces in Japanese houses circa late 
20th Century suggests the increasing awareness of personal privacy among the 
Japanese.  Even though loyalty among family members remains strong, they 
began to value the opportunity of being away from the constant company of 
family members within the home in the present day.  Gradually, bedrooms with 
doors and solid walls become part and parcel of the modern Japanese house.  
Perhaps, we could see this as a shift in culture induced by the influence of 
westernization.  Ozaki (2001, 2002) backs this up with her studies revealing 
the cultural transformation which causes the increasing individualisation among 
the Japanese, prompting the change from traditional Japanese bedroom styles 
to the Western-styled enclosed bedrooms in contemporary Japanese homes.  

Despite all that, it still inevitable that the ability to feel the presence of family 
members remains as one of the main features that define the quality of a house 
in Japan (Hildner, 2011).  This plays into the fact that typical traditional Japanese 
houses commonly integrate their living, dining and kitchen spaces, as indicated in 
the analysis diagram.  We can see that this all-in-one living area in the Japanese 
house strongly reflects on their family-oriented culture (Ozaki, 2002; Taut, 1958).  
What is more, these living spaces are usually located towards the south, which 
was deemed the more favourable orientation in Japan.  It is such because the 
family is the most important entity of the home that the family living space is 
prioritized to be situated on the ‘better’ side of the house (Ozaki, 2001).  Even 
though the evolution of Japanese houses across time sees the gradual fade of 
this concept of the all-in-one living area, one thing remains the same throughout; 
the spatial integration of both the living and dining as the core area of the house.
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Figure 6.
The main living room for the family looking out over the garden. It is the 
core of a Japanese house, located on the ‘better’ side with advantages 
of good view and natural lighting.
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Looking into the second category of analysis diagram on communal area in Table 
1, we can see that the segregation of family living spaces and guest areas clearly 
reflects the Japanese familial privacy.

With the living area as their private sphere of happy intimacy and comforting 
security, Japanese families are often reluctant to share their space to guests and 
outsiders.  It all comes back to their pronounce desire to preserve the privacy 
of the family.  As Ozaki (2001) puts it, the presence of non-family members is 
considered a threat towards a ‘happy home’.  Nevertheless, the boundary between 
the private family space adjacent to the more public guest area begin to blur 
in more recent years as the culture shifts gradually increases the acceptance 
towards opening up their family space to accommodate outsiders as well.

A guest room of a Japanese house.  Guest reception area is separated from the family 
living space to ensure family privacy.

Figure 7.  
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late 20th Century  -  present

Intra-dwelling privacy analysis diagram of typical Japanese houses in terms of circulation and transitional spaces.
Table 2.  



33
CHAPTER 3   CULTURAL INFLUENCE ON THE PERCEPTION  

            OF PRIVACY WITHIN THE HOME

The first set of diagrams in Table 2 explores the circulation route of the same 
set of typical Japanese houses in order to study their internal spatial connectivity.  

What is apparent is that main domains of the houses are interconnected with 
each other.  Spatial boundaries within the house are often unclear with spaces 
linking to one another, separated only with the translucent shoji movable screens.  
What is more, circulation spaces are integrated within spaces in the house, thus 
having occupants to walk through one space to get to another.  Robin Evans 
(1997) suggests that this matrix of connected rooms was deemed convenient 
and helps in promoting social relationships among occupants of the house in 
the traditional context.  As much as it is ideal in the traditional Japanese context, 
we would certainly regard this housing concept as inappropriate in the present 
day, having to invade the privacy of one space to get to another.  

The second set of diagrams looks into the transitional zones of the houses.  

From these diagrams, it is evident that entrance vestibules appear in almost all 
of the traditional Japanese houses of the analysis.  Also known as genkan, it is 
a space where one would take their shoes off and climb up a few steps upon 
entering the inside of the house (Ozaki & Lewis, 2006; Taut, 1958).  Perhaps, 
we can regard this space as a transitional zone - the ‘in-between’ space which 
separates the inside and the outside of the house.  As explained by Ozaki (2006), 
this spatial distinction is particularly crucial to the Japanese people as it relates 
very much to their psychological values.  To them, the interior of the house is 
associated with purity, cleanliness, safety and intimacy which are in contrast with 
the impure, dirty, dangerous and strange outside world.  The vestibule becomes 
the regulating space between the inside and the outside and also between 
insiders and outsiders, ensuring the spatial privacy and psychological ease of 
the Japanese households.
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Genkan - The entrance vestibule; a transitional zone 
between the outside and the interior of the traditional 
Japanese home as a privacy mechanism. 

interior

entrance vestibule

Figure 8.  
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Also, the verandah plays a similar role as a transitional zone in a typical Japanese 
house.  A repeated feature of Japanese houses across time, the verandah is 
usually located towards the rear of the house adjacent to the family communal 
spaces.  Not only does it serve as a space for relaxation offering undisrupted 
view into the green Japanese gardens, it provides a buffer between the outside 
and the inside of the house.  

In the modern Japanese homes, cultural shifts began to see the appearance of 
corridor spaces within the home.  Certainly, we are aware that corridor spaces are 
for circulation purposes within the house, hence, eliminating the need for private 
spaces to be intruded upon in order to get to another room in an interconnected 
matrix of the traditional Japanese house.  To add to that, perhaps, we can also 
see it as a transitional space that separates the intimately private spaces and 
the open communal areas of the house.  This plays into Robin Evans’s view on 
corridor spaces as ‘thoroughfares’ which facilitates the connectivity of different 
parts of the house, yet reduces incidental contact between occupants of the 
house (Evans, 1997).

All in all, these transitional spaces – from entrance vestibule, verandah to corridor 
spaces, are what Chermayeff & Alexander (1966) call as the ‘joint’ – an essential 
privacy device segregating the private and the communal, the inside and the 
outside, the desirable from the undesirable.

Figure 9.  

A space of in-betweenness, 
allowing connectivity from 
inside the house to the 
greeneries outside.  
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Figure 10.  The verandah, also known as engawa.  It is a transitional zone 
between the exterior garden compound and the interior of the house.

In between inside and outside.  

Figure 11.  
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3.2 COMPARTMENTALIZATION IN NEW ZEALAND HOUSES

In an entirely different cultural context, the Kiwis in New Zealand adopt a 
Westernized culture which very much focuses on individualism rather than eastern 
collectivist familial values (Matsumoto et al., 1996; Ozaki, 2001, 2002).  In contrast 
with Japan where individualism is seen as ‘selfishness’, Kiwis are brought up 
with the mentality that independence takes precedence over family-centred life.  
After all, individualism is about the emphasis on self-consciousness where each 
and every individual is expected to look after themselves (Hofstede & Hofstede, 
2005).  This largely differs with the collectivist values of the Japanese which 
prioritizes on interdependence among one another.  With that, the Kiwis shun 
the idea of overt connectedness within a homogenous family unit.  Rather, they 
want to be seen as autonomous, independent people who are fundamentally 
separate from each other (Matsumoto et al., 1996).

Perhaps, with this, we can see why family ties tend to be looser in this individualistic 
Kiwi culture as compared to the collectivist eastern culture.  Clearly, it is of utmost 
importance to attend to one self rather than benefiting the family as a whole.  
What this suggests is the priority on personal privacy of individual family members 
over familial privacy in a Kiwi family.  Personal privacy is highly looked upon in 
their culture, so much that it becomes a criterion of status and respectability, 
as mentioned by Ozaki (2001).  

With such great emphasis on personal privacy within the New Zealand homes, 
we can say that their houses are then moulded to suit their culturally-influenced 
lifestyle of individualism.  To look further into this notion, the following diagrams 
analyses a series of typical New Zealand houses from the late 19th Century to 
present days, with the focus on internal spatial relationships regarding privacy 
within the home.
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Figure 12.  A New Zealand villa - a traditional NZ dwelling which is 
suited to the individualistic lifestyle of the Kiwi culture.
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20th Century  -  present

Intra-dwelling privacy analysis diagram of typical New Zealand houses in terms of privacy level and communal areas.
Table 3.  



41
CHAPTER 3   CULTURAL INFLUENCE ON THE PERCEPTION  

            OF PRIVACY WITHIN THE HOME

The first set of diagram in Table 3 shows the spatial layouts of typical New Zealand 
houses categorized in their privacy level.  

From the diagrams, it is obvious that bedroom spaces are a must in both traditional 
and modern New Zealand houses, unlike the houses of traditional Japan.  These 
bedroom spaces are enclosed to ensure maximised privacy, with solid walls and 
doors closing off the private sphere from intrusion of other occupants within the 
house.  With this, it is apparent that personal privacy takes precedence over 
familial privacy in a Kiwi household.  We can agree to this based on Ozaki’s 
(2001, 2002) researches which revolved around the common theme of higher 
personal privacy in westernized houses as compared to the ones in Japan.  With 
the possession of their personal space comes the ability to cultivate independence 
which is culturally embedded within their individualistic society.

In present days, contemporary New Zealand houses begin to present a distinct 
feature that sets them apart from the older ones – the emergence of private 
spaces for personal use.  These spaces include en-suite bathrooms which separate 
their use from guest bathrooms and even personal lounge spaces within the 
bedroom which brings the idea of personal privacy towards a whole new level; 
perhaps these spaces are even considered a luxury in modern homes.  Ritsuko 
Ozaki’s (2002) research also reveals this phenomenon of increasing demand 
for these private spaces in contemporary westernized home, concluding it as a 
consequence from heightened level of individualisation in their culture.



CHAPTER 3   CULTURAL INFLUENCE ON THE PERCEPTION  
            OF PRIVACY WITHIN THE HOME

42

Another observation from these diagrams would be the separation of every domain 
within the house.  Unlike the all-in-one living space in Japanese houses, we can 
see the strict demarcation of spaces where the living, kitchen and dining spaces 
are within clearly defined and enclosed boundaries.  With this, it becomes more 
apparent that familial privacy, intimacy and communality were not a priority in 
the traditional New Zealand culture, hence reflected in the compartmentalization 
of the home where privacy of each individual space is protected.  Nevertheless, 
cultural shift over time begin to suggest the increasing awareness of familial 
intimacy with the gradual acceptance of integrated living and dining concept as 
observed in the typical modern New Zealand homes.  Perhaps, what we can see 
here is the balance between personal privacy and intimate communality within 
the Kiwi family.  

However, we should be aware that this does not necessarily imply the absence 
of family values in the New Zealand culture.  New Zealanders also speak of 
family values and the protection of their family privacy, but at a much lower 
level of priority as compared to the Japanese.  Also, it should be at the back of 
our minds that inter-culture heterogeneities exist; not all Kiwis are individualist.  
Similarly, not all Japanese are collectivists.  It is, however, still meaningful to 
refer to ‘typical’ Kiwis and Japanese in this thesis to understand the broader 
pattern of their socio-cultural values.

The second set of diagrams in Table 3 looks into the communal areas of the 
typical New Zealand houses.

Another New Zealand house feature in total opposite in comparison to the Japanese 
house would be the integrated family and guest areas.  Based on that, we can 
say that Kiwi families do not see the need for a separate area for the guest 
as it is a cultural norm for the family to intermingle with outsiders within their 
living area.  An obvious contrast with the Japanese who would appreciate the 
segregation between the family and guests, this comes back to the omission of 
familial privacy in the Kiwi culture.  
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Intra-dwelling privacy analysis diagram of typical  New Zealand houses in terms of Circulation and Transitional Spaces.
Table 4.  
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The first set of diagram in Table 4 looks into the circulation within the house.  

With the compartmentalization of the New Zealand house, corridors become the 
main ‘back bone’ of the plans connecting each and every room within the house.  
The corridor omits the need for occupants of the house to enter one space to 
get to another, making it less permeable as compared to traditional Japanese 
houses.  In relation to that, Evans (1997) raised the notion of Alexander Klein’s 
‘Functional House for Frictionless Living’ which suggest that the ideal house would 
be the one in which occupants never have to cross each other’s paths.  This idea 
highlights the significance of corridor space in achieving this ‘frictionless’ living 
within the dwelling.  After all, the corridor reduces contact among occupants of 
the house through improved circulation- a paradox as Evans puts it.  With this, 
what is certain would be the rise in privacy level within the home.  

Figure 13. 

Functional House for the Frictionless Living.  

Besides being a circulation space, the corridor also serves as a transitional 
space segregating the private realm and the public space within the home.  It is 
an ambiguous zone which is neither private nor public - the ‘in-between’ space 
which also provides the much needed spatial and psychological gap for maximized 
personal privacy within the house.  We can see this from the second set of 
diagram in Table 4 which highlights the transitional spaces within the house.  



CHAPTER 3   CULTURAL INFLUENCE ON THE PERCEPTION  
            OF PRIVACY WITHIN THE HOME

46

Figure 14. 

A verandah of a New Zealand 
villa. It is a transitional space 
which comes in between the 
outside and the inside of the 
house.

The corridor as an internal buffer zone seems to remain as a significant part of 
the New Zealand house across time.  In addition to that, the verandah plays a 
similar role as a transitional space as seen in most of the New Zealand houses 
observed from the diagrams.  As opposed to rear verandah in the Japanese homes, 
we can see that New Zealand houses seem to have their verandah attached to 
the front of the house, ‘shielding’ the internal space from direct contact with the 
outside world as a subtle privacy mechanism.

To conclude the diagrammatical analysis on typical New Zealand houses, we 
can see that all the prominent features of the past and present New Zealand 
houses tend to point towards one common theme of protecting one’s personal 
privacy within the home, fuelled by the need for culturally-influenced individualism 
among the Kiwis.
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3.3 IN-CONTEXT OF BIRKENHEAD, AUCKLAND

What we have seen in the analysis diagrams of section 3.1 and 3.2 is the obvious 
distinction in the perception of privacy between the Japanese and Kiwis which is 
reflected in the spatial layouts of their houses.  The following diagram highlights 
and summarizes the main contrasting features of the Japanese and New Zealand 
houses as elaborated earlier.  

Figure 15.  Summary diagram on privacy between Japanese and New Zealand houses.
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bedroom + 
ensuite bathroom

These findings provide the understanding of the differing privacy preferences 
in the Japanese and New Zealand culture which is crucial in designing for the 
culturally-responsive East-West house for the Japanese and Kiwis in terms of 
privacy.  However, I do not aim to recreate an architecture which literally combines 
the privacy mechanisms of both the Japanese and New Zealand houses, but 
to reinterpret their concepts into a new architecture.  The East-West house is 
envisioned as an architecture which is ‘in-between’ the Japanese and the New 
Zealand house.

Figure 16.  The East-West House Diagram.  The East-West house is conceptualized as 
being in-between a Japanese and a New Zealand house.    

JAPANESE HOUSE NEW ZEALAND 
HOUSEEAST-WEST HOUSE
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The notion of ‘in-betweenness’ in architecture is rather abstract; very often, the 
‘in-between’ element is ambiguous.  It is architecture of uncertainty.  Could an 
‘in-between’ space be definitive with a specific programme? Or is it merely an 
insignificant by-product of a physical embodiment in space?  This notion plays 
into the earlier discussions of transitional spaces in both the Japanese and 
New Zealand houses; the verandahs and entrance vestibules of the Japanese 
houses, as well as the corridors within the New Zealand houses.  In fact, these 
transitional spaces are in-between encounters of architecture- a space where 
the ends of two opposite elements meet and converge, producing an indefinite 
space which is neither one nor the other.

‘In-betweenness’ as a design proposition is expressed in Sou Fujimoto’s House 
N in Oita, Japan, completed in 2008.  

The architecture speaks of being ‘in-between’ the house and the street.  With 
the domains of the house gradually changes from the public streetscape to the 
inner private space of the house, the house embodies the two opposing qualities 
of inside and outside collaborating in harmony within a single space (Fujimoto, 
Ito, & Worrall, 2009).

Figure 17.  

Section of House N.  In-betweenness through 
three ‘shells’ nested within one another.
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House N, where indoor feels like outdoor spaces, and outdoor feels like indoor spaces.

Figure 18.  
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What this precedent study may suggest is that the ‘in-between’ substance is not a 
physical entity, but rather an experiential state in an indefinite environment. Sou 
Fujimoto echoes this notion of ‘in-betweenness’ as an ambiguous ‘substance’ 
in his writings titled Primitive Future (Fujimoto et al., 2009).
  
As he puts it, 

“There is no substance in-between.  Between one thing and another thing, 
even if the ‘things’ have substance, the in-between is always transparent.” 
(Fujimoto, p.140).  

With that, the East-West house intents to explore the notion of in-betweenness, 
emphasising on the significance of the following design proposition in responding 
to the Japanese and New Zealand cultural influence in terms of their perception 
of privacy: 

In between Japanese and New Zealand house

In between collectivism and individualism 

In between open and enclosed

In between private and communal 

In between personal privacy and familial-togetherness

In between integration and separation

In between inside and outside

Inevitably, the conceptualization of ‘in-betweenness’ of the East-West House 
should include the integration of its site context.  After all, design proposition is 
site-responsive, as how house design is culturally-responsive. 
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Analysing the site of the East-West housing community, it is a 30 000 square 
meters sloping site in Birkenhead, North Shore, Auckland. 

In a wider context, the site has a strong connection to the Auckland 
CBD and the Auckland Harbour Bridge.

The site orientates towards the waters on its south-eastern side, a creek 
and Chelsea Sugar Factory on the south-western side, greeneries on 
the north-western side and residential houses on the north-eastern 
orientation.

Scale 1:50,000

Scale 1:15000

Figure 19.

Figure 20.
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Scale 1:10,000

education
retail/restaurants
Chelsea Sugar factory
public building
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forest
waters
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The site is within convenient proximity to Birkenhead town centre, giving it the 
advantages of the urban context, yet still enjoying the tranquillity due to its close 
proximity to greeneries and waters.  Plus, the scenic view due to its sloping site 
elevation gives it an added advantage for a housing community.

Figure 21.  Site programme diagram

site
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The site is distanced away from the main arterial road, avoiding the hustle and 
bustle of the town centre.

With the understanding of the existing site conditions, the following sketches 
begin to explore the preliminary ideas of the house layout in response to the 
idea of ‘in-betweenness’ as well as the existing site context.

Figure 22.  Site circulation diagram

site
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Figure 23.  Conceptual sketch 1 
- Long and narrow form.

In order to maximise views towards the 
waters, I explored a narrow and elongated 
form for the plan of the East-West house.  
Also, the reduced width of the house 
intents to achieve the condition of living 
in an ‘in-between’ realm; a transitional 
space where it is neither inside nor 
outside.  Perhaps, the house can be more 
accurately expresssed as being analogous 
to living on a verandah.

The space is, however inter-linked in 
an entirely open-planned context.  This 
relates back to the openness of traditional 
Japanese houses.  

Being ‘in-between’ an open Japanese 
house and a compartmentalized New 
Zealand house, this uninterrupted space 
is altered to form kinks in order to create 
subtle separation of domains within 
the house.  This is aimed at achieving 
a connected yet disengaged space 
throughout the house.  This enables 
privacy to be achieved to a certain degree 
without the need to close off spaces using 
solid walls and doors.  
Essentially, it is a reinterpretation of De 
Long’s notion on privacy regulation as 
he asserts that small shifts in design 
interventions e.g. orientation of a space 
may change one’s perception on the level 
of privacy, although the distance between 
them remains unaltered (DeLong, 1978).

CHELSEA BAY

Figure 24.  Conceptual sketch 2 
- Adding kinks to the linear form.

communal privateprivate
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Figure 26.  Preliminary sketch of the East-West house cross section.

The kinked layout of the house reveals its potential to accommodate for programmes 
within the connected yet separated spaces of the house.  What is more, the 
‘by-product’ of the kinked form produces interesting voids which translates into 
outdoor courtyards.  Fundamentally, these courtyards are more than mere outdoor 
green spaces; they function as ‘transitional spaces’ buffering the inside of the 
house from the outside in providing spatial privacy.

Figure 25.  Conceptual sketch 3 - exploring the outdoor communal spaces of the house.

communal/courtyard space

transitional/buffer zone transitional/buffer zone
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Relating back to De Long’s notion on subtle architectural interventions in privacy 
regulation, succesive sketch explorations begin to introduce height variation in 
elevation of each domain of the house.  What this aims to do is subtly segregating 
the spaces yet still maintaining its connectivity with the other domains within 
the house.  Perhaps we can associate this to typical traditional Japanese houses 
where the open domains of the house are elevated from one another to indicate 
a ‘separated connectivity’ on its boundary line.  

Figure 27.  Preliminary sketch of the long section revealing the height variations and 
interconnectivity within the house.
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Also, subsequent sketches begin to explore the introduction of non-architectural 
elements into the kinked layout of the house as another way to infuse privacy 
into the relatively open house in realizing the condition of ‘in-betweenness’.  With 
this, the plan is punctured to accommodate planters for the infusion of outdoor 
greeneries into the house.  These planters with greeneries are strategically placed 
to ‘veil’ each space from overlooking into the other domains within the house.  
What this intends to do is visually separating the spaces yet maintaining its 
inter-connectivity in achieving privacy in an ‘in-between’ realm.  

Figure 28. Conceptual sketch 4 - exploring the introduction of greeneries indoors.

planter
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These diagrams in Figure 29a, 29b and 29c progressively explores the spatial 
organization of the house in response to privacy level of each and every domain 
of the house.

The first diagram in Figure 29a looks into the gradual shift from private spaces 
on both ends of the house to communal areas towards the centre of the house.  
Perhaps, this could be an effective design strategy for the East-West house where 
private spaces are kept towards both ends of the house, relatively separated 
from communal areas.  

As addressed briefly in the earlier sketch exploration,  Figure 30b begin to look 
into varying the floor levels to create a subtle yet distinct separation of spaces 
in composing this connected disengaged house.

Figure 29a.  

Design progression leads to the following exploratory axonometric diagrams which 
look into several design aspects of the East-West house concerning privacy - privacy 
level of every space within the house, circulation route and visual permeability 
of the house.  

Assignment of spaces according to privacy level 
within the planed floor level of the East-West house.
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These design explorations carries on towards resolving the spatial organization of the East-
West house in Figure 29c.  This final diagram echoes the ideas of the previous exploratory 
diagrams, where the three bedrooms which come with their respective en-suite bathrooms 
book-end the house in order to set these private spaces apart from the communal areas.  
Following that, hallways as transitional spaces are then slotted in-between these bedrooms 
and their adjacent communal areas e.g. dining, living and entrance space for the purpose of 
providing psychological ease and comfort through adequately distancing these two contrasting 
spaces.  

Kitchen and study area which are of less importance in terms of privacy compared to bedroom 
spaces flank the communal area of the house which forms the central core of the house.  
The interior of the varying-leveled house is buffered from the outside by courtyard spaces 
as indicated in the diagram.  

Figure 29b.  Figure 29c.  
Variation in floor levels as an approach to 
addressing privacy of spaces within the house.

Courtyards as the ‘in-between’ zone 
buffering the inside from the outside.
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Another aspect of the East-West house investigated is the circulation within the 
house.  Basically, the narrow and kinked layout of the house dictates the flow of 
occupants throughout the whole.  What is achieved in first exploratory diagram 
in Figure 30a is a relatively direct and uninterrupted thoroughfare from the main 
entrance to the other parts of the house.

Figure 30b begins to look into the variation in floor levels which offers another 
level of intricacy in terms of accesibility within the house.  Besides the main 
entrance which provides direct access to the communal areas, an additional 
secondary entrance enables convenient access to the the other parts of the 
house without having to intrude into the communal spaces.

Figure 30a.  
Relatively direct and uninterrupted 

circulation throughout the house.



CHAPTER 3   CULTURAL INFLUENCE ON THE PERCEPTION  
            OF PRIVACY WITHIN THE HOME

62

As an additional privacy mechanism within the East-West house, greeneries are 
introduced indoors as screens to ‘veil’ on space from overlooking into another 
within the house as shown in Figure 30c.  Bringing the outdoors indoors, the 
greeneries help in accentuating the in-betweenness of the house by blurring the 
boundary between its interior and exterior.

Figure 30b.  
Ascend and descend in floor level adds another 

layer of in terms of circulation and privacy.

Figure 30c.  
Insertion of greeneries indoors as ‘veils’.

main entrance

secondary entrance
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The following set of diagrams explores the visual permeability of the East-West 
house in addressing privacy.  These diagrams illustrates a successive interplay of 
solidity and transparency through the tactful treatment on every vertical surfaces 
of the house.  As seen in Figure 31a and Figure 31b, clear glass is used to enable 
unobstructed views towards the waters.  On the other hand, private bedroom 
spaces are thoughtfully addressed with combined walls and glass to allow for 
views yet still sensitive towards the need for privacy in these spaces.   

Figure 31a.  
Relatively direct and uninterrupted 

circulation throughout the house.
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Figure 31c begin to look into square incisions into the solid walls to incorporate both 
solidity and transparency on a single vertical surface.  Ultimately, it is an ‘in-between’ 
surface which is solid yet permeable to allow for natural lighting, cross ventilation and 
views of the outdoors.  Even though seen as randomly scattered on the surface, these 
‘windows’ are strategically placed to allow for the infusion of the outdoor scene into 
the house yet carefully avoiding any risk of revealing the house towards the public.

Following these, all these design propositions becomes evident in the plans, sections 
and perspective images in the following pages.

Figure 31b.  
Relatively direct and uninterrupted 

circulation throughout the house.

Figure 31c.  
Relatively direct and uninterrupted 

circulation throughout the house.
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Figure 32.  PLAN  [ Type B ]   scale 1:500

Figure 33.  PLAN  [ Type C ]   scale 1:500

3-bedroom unit + study

2-bedroom unit 

Looking into the plans of the East-West house, there are 3 different sets 
of plans for 3 variations of the house based on their sizes and number of 
bedrooms.  These variations are to cater for clients of different family sizes.
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Figure 34.  EAST-WEST HOUSE PLAN  [ Type A ]    SCALE 1:200

4-bedroom unit 

View looking towards the 
family communal area and 
kitchen in Figure 38.  

Interior view from the 
living room in Figure 36.  
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Figure 35.  SECTION A    SCALE 1:100     

The sectional cut of the East-West house in Figure 35 illustrates the embodiment 
of two opposing qualities - the inside and outside, collaborating in harmony 
within a single space.  The narrow form of the house flanked with outdoor decks 
and communal areas enable the expression of fluid spatial transitions from the 
public outdoor realm to the more private indoor as well as outdoor space.  What 
is certain is that the boundary between indoor and outdoor is blurred, realizing 
the architectural proposition of being in-between inside and outside.
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Similarly, the interior view from the living room looking towards the outdoor 
deck area in Figure 36 illustrates its proposition of being in-between indoor and 
outdoors, in-between open and enclosed.  What is evident is that the narrow 
form of the house blurs the boundary between the interior of the house and 
its surrounding landscape.  Neither in nor out, perhaps, living in the East-West 
house is analogous to being on a verandah.

Figure 36.  Interior view from the living room.
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Figure 37.  SECTION B   SCALE 1:100

The long section in Figure 37 illustrates how the East-West house is spatially inter-linked in an 
entirely open-planned context like a traditional Japanese house, yet still having the privacy of 
compartmentalized New Zealand homes.  It is an architectural manifestation of being in-between 
inter-connectivity and compartmentalization, in-between a Japanese and New Zealand house.  
Another design element which becomes apparent here is the transition from private bedroom 
spaces on both ends of the house to the communal areas.  The private domains and public spaces 
are separated by hallways as transitional spaces for spatial privacy purposes.  
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Figure 38.  View looking towards the family communal area and kitchen

Looking at the view towards the family communal and dining area as well as the 
kitchen in Figure 38, we can see that communal spaces for family interaction 
opens up towards the landscape and waters, similar to a traditional Japanese 
home.  Yet, personal privacy is still catered for in the connected yet disengaged 
bedroom spaces for the more individualistic Kiwi society.  Indeed, the East-West 
house comes in-between family-communality and personal privacy.  
 

private bedroom family communal space

kitchen

dining



East-West Housing Community Masterplan
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We have come to know that the Japanese are very much a familial group-oriented 
people in their culturally collectivist society.  It is apparent that strong family bond 
is of utmost importance, overpowering the need for personal privacy among family 
members.  With that, their pronounce desire to protect familial privacy sparks 
the need to defend their home against privacy intrusion form the outside world.  
It is said that the Japanese homes tend to be closed off to their surrounding 
neighbours and the wider community (Ozaki, 2002; Ozaki & Lewis, 2006).  

With typical Japanese dwellings singled out as separate entities, perhaps, we 
can see the individualistic nature of these dwellings in the wider context of a 
housing community.  Particularly crucial in the modern Japanese metropolises 
where inter-dwelling privacy is scarcely possible, Hildner (2011) explains that a 
good urban home would be one where it is closed off on all side, conveying the 
impression that it is able to protect the family from outside influences.  With 
that, it becomes apparent that the detachment of the Japanese house from its 
surrounding is an architectural response to their cultural values.  

4.1 THE DETACHMENT OF JAPANESE HOUSES

Figure 39.  Entrance gate leading to the garden of a traditional 
Japanese house.
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Figure 40.  Solid fences and gate enclosing a traditional Japanese house.

To look further into this notion, the following diagram investigates a series of 
typical Japanese houses from the late 19th Century to present days, focusing on 
how these houses fulfil their occupants’ needs for familial privacy.
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The first set of analysis diagrams in Table 5 highlights the fences as a repetitive 
feature in typical Japanese houses.  

We can see that earlier Japanese houses tend to feature a common characteristic 
of solid high fences, entirely closing off the house and its compound from public 
view.  It is true that these fences are a must-have in traditional Japanese home 
in order to protect the family from privacy intrusion (Ozaki, 2002; Ozaki & Lewis, 
2006; Taut, 1958).  It is as if the solid high fences are giving the impression of 
the house as intimidating and unwelcoming towards outsiders, repelling them 
from invading the privacy of the home.  What an apparent distinction- while the 
house shuts itself off from the outside world, its interior can be seen right through 
and opens up to the garden compound.  
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Even though it is indeed a cultural norm for the traditional Japanese house to be 
cut off from the public as such, negative consequences also comes with it.  We 
can agree to Hildner (2011) when she pointed out that modern Japan lacks the 
intertwining of the private and public spaces which results in reduced encounters 
between neighbours.  Adding to that, she claims that contact with neighbours 
is only sought when it is necessary for the need of the family.  Perhaps, that 
explains the absence of community spirit among the Japanese society where 
ties between neighbours are loose and people scarcely know each other, also 
mentioned by Hildner (2011).  

As Japanese houses progresses through time, we can see that fences still remain 
as a crucial feature of the house despite becoming more visually permeable.  
Perhaps, we could link this to the shift in cultural values where protecting familial 
privacy is no longer highly stressed upon.  Hence, the Japanese may be more 
accepting towards a more visually open house towards the public.  Hildner (2011) 
backs this up with her observation that contemporary Japanese houses in recent 
years are more open towards the street, tying them back into the urban space. 

Table 5.  High fences of typical Japanese houses as an inter-dwelling privacy mechanism.
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Another prominent characteristic of the Japanese house in relation to protecting 
the inter-dwelling privacy of the house would be its detached housing typology 
as shown in the second set of diagrams in Table 6.  

In the Japanese culture where family intimacy is of utmost importance, sharing 
a wall of the house with others is deemed as a threat towards the privacy of the 
house, as Ozaki & Lewis puts it (2006); Ozaki (2001).  With 56% of detached  
houses in Japan (Japan Statistics Bureau, 2008), the spatial gap between houses 
provides that psychological sense of security and comfort in fulfilling their need 
for inter-dwelling privacy.  Even though multi-unit housings are beginning to bloom 
in Japan in recent times, one thing is certain- detached housing still remains as 
a preferred typology in the cultural milieu up till today.

To sum up, we can say that these inter-dwelling privacy features in Japanese 
houses are part and parcel of what makes the home a concrete manifestation 
of underlying Japanese cultural values.  As a comparison between cultures, we 
shall look into how culture is embedded into New Zealand houses in relation to 
their inter-dwelling privacy preference in the following analysis in Table 7 and 8.

Table 6.  Detached typical Japanese houses for inter-dwelling privacy.
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4.2 INTERTWINING PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SPACES

It is known that Kiwi families think highly of their sense of individuality embedded 
in their culture.  Very often, family-togetherness is put aside in search for personal 
time and space within the home.  Their lack of attention on familial privacy drives 
the New Zealand house to be more open towards the public realm.  It could be that 
New Zealand homes tend to more connected to their surrounding environment, in 
contrast with Japanese houses which are enveloped within their own enclosure.  

Living up the New Zealand quarter acre dream, New Zealand houses often blend into 
their surrounding green space and neighbourhood community.  Communality and 
good neighbourly relations are the essence of living together in a neighbourhood, 
as families are mutually interdependent in a rather collectivist neighbourhood 
context despite their strong sense of individual identity within the family.  

Figure 41.  A typical housing neighbourhood in Auckland.                         
Private house compounds iintertwines with the public streetscape 
in creating harmonious communality within the neighbourhood.
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However, city dwellers in recent times are being denied the luxury of the quarter-
acre paradise due to rapid urban compaction.  Apartment building forces the 
dwelling units to close in on themselves and neighbours are cut off from one 
another, as Nash (2010) puts it in his article.  He went on pointing out the 
widespread preference for the sense of community in their local neighbourhood, 
even in urban apartments where occupants often take the initiative to connect 
with their neighbours.  After all, more than two-thirds of Kiwis value communality 
with people in their neighbourhood, as revealed in New Zealand’s Quality of Life 
Survey 2008, Nash (2010) points out.  Perhaps, their desire to engage with the 
community is a reflection of their cultural value which puts little emphasis on 
protecting the privacy of the family.  Consequently, the New Zealand house gives 
less attention to inter-dwelling privacy in order to cater for their culturally-induced 
preference for communality.  

Looking further into this notion, the following diagram analyses a series of typical 
New Zealand houses form the late 19th Century to present day, focusing on how 
these houses respond to privacy preference in their cultural milieu. 

Figure 42.  Apartments in Auckland city.  Generally, apartment-living 
denies occupants of strong neighbourly relations and community spirit.
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20th Century  -  present

Table 7.  Typical New Zealand houses with low and visually permeable fences.

The set of images in Table 7 points out a common feature of the traditional 
New Zealand houses which is its low and visually permeable fences or shrubs 
demarcating the boundary of these houses.  

Perhaps, the exposure of the house to the public realm plays into their preference 
for communality among neighbourhood communities.  It is so much that some 
houses even omit their need for fencing.  With that, it becomes apparent that 
little concern is put on protecting familial privacy, hence visually and spatially 
intertwining the traditional New Zealand houses with its surrounding environment.  
Ozaki & Lewis (2006) agree to this notion as their research revealing that the 
front gardens of English houses tend to be exposed with shrubs as borders 
relates very much to the New Zealand context.  Certainly, the low inter-dwelling 
privacy of the house marks a vast distinction from the compartmentalization of 
its internal spatial qualities, enabling neighbours to develop good neighbourly 
relations and community living which is Japanese society lacks.  Even up to 
present days, fencing is seen as a non-crucial element of the house, as seen in 
most typical modern day suburban dwellings in the diagram.  However, the advent 
of rapid urban compaction calls for the need for stricter inter-dwelling privacy 
mechanisms as distances between dwellings are vastly decreasing.
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What is apparent from the second set of diagram in Table 8 would be the detached 
typology of New Zealand housings.  

From old New Zealand cottages to villas and bungalows, perhaps, ample land sprawl 
enable the realization of the New Zealand dream of having nature surrounding 
the house on all sides.  It could also be that the gap separating these houses is a 
subtle way of providing the privacy between the houses, although its importance 
is not very much emphasized.  With detached housing making up 77% of housing 
types in the country, what is certain is that these detached housings are a dominant 
typology in the suburbs of New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 2006).  Multi-
unit housings, be it town houses or apartment blocks, are rapidly changing the 
skylines of the city due to urban compaction in recent years.  

All in all, the openness and detached nature New Zealand houses, particularly 
the traditional ones, reflect on the New Zealand culture where the family tend 
to open up to their community.  In other words, family privacy is not a concern 
in the New Zealand context, which differs largely to the Japanese community.  

Table 8.  Detached New Zealand houses.
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4.3 IN-BETWEEN THE EAST-WEST HOUSES

What is apparent in the earlier analyses is the clear contrast in the perception of 
privacy between the Japanese and Kiwis in terms of protecting the house from 
outside intrusion.  The following summary diagram in Figure 43 highlights and 
summarizes the main contrasting features of the Japanese and New Zealand 
houses as discussed earlier.

Certainly, these findings are crucial in designing for the East-West housing 
community which will consist of 12 units of East-West houses on a sloping site 
in Birkenhead, North Shore, Auckland.  This housing community is a project 
envisioned by the New Zealand-Japan Society as a ‘two-way bridge between both 
countries’ in line with their society’s aims to amalgamate both cultures in the 
local context of New Zealand.  

high solid fences more visually permeable fences

detached unit detached unit

TIME
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Figure 43.  Summary diagram on inter-dwelling privacy of Japanese and New Zealand houses.

low, permeable fences/
without fences

detached unit

low, permeable fences/
without fences

detached unit

TIME

In realizing this project,  the East-West housing community will incorporate the 
qualities of being in-between the strictly fenced-up Japanese house and the 
relatively exposed New Zealand house.  After all, it is not merely duplicating the inter-
dwelling privacy mechanisms of these houses, but rather, the reinterpretation and 
application of these principles into an architectural language of ‘in-betweenness’.

What this design proposition allows is the embrace of the true meaning of privacy: 
the provision of seclusion of the East-West house from external intrusions, yet 
enabling voluntary communality within the housing community whenever desired 
by the occupants of the houses.

With that, the following diagrams in Figure 44 present conceptual explorations 
of the East-West housing community masterplan.
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car-parking

housing

green transitional 
zone as privacy 
mechanism & 
communal area

pathway

Sloping contours 
on the site 
offers a natural 
inter-dwelling 
mechanism for 
the houses.

Pedestrianization 
encourages 
interaction 
among residents.

SITE

Figure 44.  East-West housing community masterplan conceptual diagrams.
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Figure 45.  East-West housing community masterplan.

communal area (parks, children playground)

community centre / gym

guest outdoor area

family outdoor area

car-parking area

storage rooms

pedestrian path

Rawene Road - shared street

Type A :  4-bedroom unit

Type B :  3-bedroom unit + study

Type C :  2-bedroom unit 

Scale 1:1000
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Figure 45 in the previous fold-out shows the masterplan for the East-West housing 
community.  This neighbourhood is envisioned as a peaceful and panoramic 
retreat with the integration of nature and the sense of togetherness within a 
tighly-knitted community. 

One of the main feature of this housing community would be the allocation of car 
parking spaces at the edge of the site, with the existing Rawene Road in-between 
the parking and the housing zone.  This enables the freeing up of spaces for 
living and communality within the neighbourhood.   

The intersecting Rawene Road will be transformed into a shared lane where 
pedestrianization takes precedence over vehicles on the street.  Also, pedestrian 
paths link the car parking spaces to the individual houses, with the aim of 
promoting interactions between neighbours.  Indeed, pedestrianization in the area 
may increase encounters of neighbours as compared to a typical neighbourhood 
with drive-in garages as part of the dwelling.  

A built example of this concept can be seen in the Earthsong Eco-Neighbourhood 
in Waitakere, Auckland where the community takes pride in their car-less 
neighbourhood.  What is advantageous in this community is their ample green 
spaces allowing for neighbours to interact and children to play safely within the 
neighbourhood as vehicles are parked at the edge of the neighbourhood (Allison, 
2010).  (See Apendix i).

car-parking

Existing Rawene 
Road to be 
transformed into a 
shared street

pedestrian path

Figure 46.  Masterplan analysis 1.
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Open spaces comprising of parks and gardens come in between the street and 
the houses as a buffer zone segregating the pedestrians and traffic from the more 
private housing zone.  This green transitional zone doubles as a communal area 
for residents to gather, increasing chance encounters between residents entering 
the neighbourhood and those enjoying the greens and views from there. Passing 
through the green transitional zone, residents will have to make their way through 
the pathways which will lead to their respective houses in the dwelling zone.

community 
centre / gym

children 
playground

park

park

Figure 47.  Masterplan analysis 2 - Communal areas as transitional zone in the neighbourhood.

view from Rawene 
Road as shown in 
Figure 48.



91
CHAPTER 4   THE IN-BETWEEN SPACES

Figure 48.  View of the East-West housing community from Rawene Road

Indeed, the main focus of this neighbourhood is communality, without compromising 
the privacy of the houses.  Conceptually, the East-West housing community 
stands in-between seclusion and communality; it brings residents together with 
its ample green outdoor spaces for communal activities and its emphasis on 
pedestrianization, yet allowing for the Japanese preference for seclusion to achieve 
maximized inter-dwelling privacy.

The realization of these design conceptions are made evident in Figure 48 showing 
a view of the East-West housing community from Rawene Road.  What is evident 
here is the separation of the housing zone from the more public zone e.g. the 
parks, children playgrounds and car-parking spaces to ensure privacy of the 
houses.  Also, the stretch of outdoor communal areas contributes in promoting 
social interaction among residents, beside being a transitional buffer zone.

car-parking area shared street

green outdoor 
communal area

housing zone

pedestrian path
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Sloping contours on the site also offers a natural inter-dwelling privacy 
mechanism for the East-West housing community.  Responding to the 
gradient of the site, each house will be on a different elevation as 
compared to their neighbouring houses, hence providing the luxury of 
uninterrupted views towards the waters as well as preventing overlooking 
into neighbouring houses.  What is certain is that privacy of each and 
every housing unit is preserved, without the need for high solid fences 
enclosing the compound of the house.  This is shown in the sectional 
cut of the site in Figure 49.

Figure 49.  SECTION C  [ scale 1:500]

CHAPTER 4   THE IN-BETWEEN SPACES
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family outdoor space

guest outdoor space

Figure 50.  SECTION D  [ scale 1:200]

A partial site cross section in Figure 50 reveals the gradual transition from the most 
public region of the housing zone to the more private interior of the house.  From 
the pedestrian paths, guests are lead into the semi-public guest outdoor space 
before entering the more private interior of the house e.g. the entrance vestibule 
through the entrance deck.  Still maintaining the interconnectivity of these spaces, 
the entrance vestibule is linked to the outdoor deck.  This space is then connected 
to the semi-private family outdoor space where more family-oriented activities may 
take place whenever family privacy is desired.  

In short, the more public guest areas are separated from the more private family 
spaces, yet still enabling the connectivity of these spaces.  To add to that, sloping 
site contours enable this segregation with the outdoor landscapes ‘vieling’ one 
space from another.  

All in all, the combination of these design propositions; be it the green outdoor 
transitional zone,  separation of car parking and housing zone, pedestrian-oriented 
community or variation in elevation, result in a conclusive architectural interpretation 
of ‘in-betweenness’ in designing for inter-dwelling privacy of Birkenhead’s East-
West housing community .

Public Semi -public Private Semi -private Public Semi -public Private Semi -private
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Responding to its critical question, the outcome of this thesis has proven its 
hypothesis correct, verifying that our dwelling is indeed a response to our perception 
of privacy which differs according to our culture.

A brief recap of the analysis on intra-dwelling privacy; findings from this research 
allude to the collectivist culture among the Japanese which puts strong emphasis 
on close ties and intimacy within the family instead of personal privacy.  This is 
then translated into the spatial qualities of the typical Japanese house which 
sees the open and interconnected spaces within the house without the provision 
for personal spaces.  What a huge contrast it is compared to the New Zealand 
culture which demonstrates a stronger sense of individuality.  With the focus on 
personal privacy, typical New Zealand houses are compartmentalized which comes 
with must-have personal spaces dedicated to individual household members.  

Despite all that, we should be aware that this does not necessarily imply the 
absence of family values in the New Zealand culture.  New Zealanders also 
speak of family values and the protection of their family privacy, but at a much 
lower level of priority as compared to the Japanese.  Also, it should be at the 
back of our minds that inter-culture heterogeneities exist; not all Japanese are 
collectivists and not all Kiwis are individualist.  It is, however, still meaningful 
to refer to ‘typical’ Japanese and Kiwis in understanding the broader pattern of 
their socio-cultural values.

On the other hand, findings on inter-dwelling privacy of Japanese houses point 
towards their strong emphasis on familial privacy which is reflected on their 
preference for high fences in order to shield the house from privacy intrusion 
from the outside world.  Not only that, Japanese would very much prefer to live 
in detached houses for physical proximity between houses is considered a threat 
towards familial privacy.  Indeed, this is contrasting to the New Zealand culture 
which puts less priority on familial privacy, which is then reflected on a more 
visually and spatially connected house with the public realm.  
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With these in mind, certainly, the East-West house being in-between a Japanese 
and a New Zealand house would be an ideal typology to cater for both contrasting 
culture.  Ambiguous as it may be, the poetics of in-betweenness is articulated 
into architectural gestures such as its open-planned yet enclosed domains, its 
neither indoor nor outdoor spaces, its inter-connected yet separated spaces as 
well as its neither private nor public realms.

Nevertheless, the East-West house still remains as a conceptual housing typology.  
Surely, there is no one single way of architecturally expressing the notion of in-
betweenness; the East-West house being my own design interpretation.  Being 
said that, the East-West house is highly adaptable to suit the needs of different 
cultures, clients, climates and geographical locale.  Applying the same concept of 
in-betweenness, a new typology; be it a modular or organic form, a multi-storeyed 
or single-unit dwelling, can be created to amalgamate a range of cultures within 
a single architectural entity called home.   

Perhaps, this thesis can be further pursued into exploring various other cultures 
of the world, bringing together a whole new approach on this subject.  Possibly, 
investigating cultural influence in terms of privacy on different architectural 
typology other than housing could also accentuate the essence of culture in 
architecture and ultimately bring to realization that architecture is all about 
culture and people.

With that, it could not be emphasized more that culturally-responsive housing is 
the way to go.  It is only right that our home responses to our differing perception 
of privacy according to our varying cultures.  Indeed, the manifestation of the 
East-West house marks the dawn of a new housing typology  highly applicable 
in today’s vastly multi-cultured nations of the world.

Figure 51.  Exploration of various expressions of in-betweenness.
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appendices

Figure 52.  Pedestrian paths linking the houses in Earthsong Eco-
Neighbourhood.  This concept of pedestrianization is adapted in the 
East-West housing community.

APPENDIX i
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APPENDIX i

Figure 53.  Description on Earthsong Eco-Neighbourhood’s site design.
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Figure 54.  The Exit Show exhibition panel - 26 October 2012

Figure 55.  East-West house model 1:200 scale.

APPENDIX ii
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